248                          PETROVKA
entertaining Horace while I put the finishing touches
to that sketch which he has called for."
"That's an excellent idea," said Shrewsbury to
Marie. " I hope you'll entertain me. I'd love a chat
with you."
Marie soon found that there was no fear of Shrewsbury
putting embarrassing questions about her occupations
since he had last seen her, for he was far too interested in
his own doings, and too anxious to impress her with his
own mental superiority, to concern himself about other
people. Marie hoped that Horace, in the course of his
chattering, might drop some information about Long-
ford, for since her return to London Olga's father had
often been in her thoughts. Embedded deep in the soil
of her heart, there was a bulb of hope that Ralph might be
glad to have her as a companion in his declining years.
Shrewsbury, however, made no allusion to Marie's
erstwhile lover until Marie, in desperation, inquired
about Longford.
"Funny you should have asked about Ralph,"
Shrewsbury answered* " I had a letter from Longford
only a week or two back inviting me to spend Christmas
with him."
"Where does he live?" For all her self-control
Marie's voice shook.
" In Sicily. I spent three weeks in his beautiful villa
there last year. I'd have liked to go again this Christmas,
but there are too many people ready to snatch my job iff
go away from the hub of things,"
" Is his house as artistic as his old home in London ? "
"Rather. It's furnished in exquisite taste. Long-
ford's quite a king among the islanders. He's also very
popular with the winter visitors, for he entertains vety
lavishly. Of course he can afford to do so for he's very
well off, never married, and has no one to whom to
leave his money."
"What about the Star Syndicate? "